198            AFTER    THESE    MANY    QUESTS
their flagstaff, in which I felt some vested interest. Then, as their flag flapped in a light breeze, we all clapped politely like M.C.C. members applauding a maiden over at Lord's. While this was going on, I noticed that the enemy had put on a new bowler, a faster merchant. Mortar bombs were dropping across our own line of retreat with increasing frequency. We could not climb down the other side of the hill by the short, steep route to Cassino for fear of mines. So we ran the gauntlet back.
We exuded thankfulness and relief when we reached the Polish first-aid post, and they gave us cups of washy tea. A Polish soldier approached to show me a handsome gilt chalice which he had picked up in the monastery. He said that, in accordance with orders, he was handing it in to headquarters. I suspect that he first thought of it as a souvenir, but his conscience objected, and now he wanted a witness before the Almighty and his sergeant-major.
On the lower slopes of Hill 539 my legs began to seize up with stiffness. A passing American advised me to turn round and go backwards. I tried this and found it gave great relief. So, facing the foe like a hero, I hobbled painfully to the jeep park. The Press assault on the monastery was over. Some thought the war in Italy was also virtually over.n. Moreover, while our gunners and bombers were anxious to avoid hitting it, the whole area around it tended to become a safety zone.1
